The development of tapestry weaving from the beginning of the Renaissance to the French Revolution may be likened to a spreading tree. There is a great trunk with numerous branches, one of which eventually rises to a towering height. The trunk is Brussels; the branches are the many European manufactories set up with the help of Flemish weavers; the one towering branch is the Royal Manufactory of the Gobelins.
dominance, the Hapsburgs found their grasp on Europe weakened and their treasury depleted, Brussels tapestries lost their unique splendor, although less fine examples were still turned out in profusion.
Whenever rulers in other countries decided to set up factories of their own, they naturally turned to the Netherlands for their weavers. The Arazzeria Medicea, as the weaving manufactory in Florence was called, was founded in 1546 by Cosimo I, Duke of Florence. Cosimo's first step had been to engage two Flemish master weavers, John Rost and Nicholas Karcher, to work for him. In 1601, when Henry IV of France planned a new factory, he also called upon two Flemings, Marc Comans and Franz van der Plancken. When James I of England established the Mortlake looms in 1619, the Fleming Philippe de Maecht became master weaver, and the helpers were all Flemish. Clearly these manufactories were branches of the parental trunk-Brussels.
The classic example of this dependence upon the traditions and skills of the Netherlandish weavers is found in France at the time of Louis XIV. In 1662, barely two years after he had assumed active rule, the French monarch established the Gobelins manufactory, the crowning branch in our tapestry family tree. Although furniture and other objects of decorative art were also made there, it was tapestries that gave the manufactory its lasting fame. In brief outline, that is the story of tapestries since the early Renaissance. As it has unrolled, it appears that, if the art was derived from model themselves, had taken the keenest delight in tapestries-the chivalric Burgundians, Philip the Good and Charles the Bold, who had both loved them, and, in the early Renaissance, the prodigious Charles V, the embodiment of kingship. And so in their turn did they. Despite the fact that tapestries increasingly became part of the paraphernalia of royalty, they gradually lost the useful role that had been theirs in the Middle Ages. Then their function had been architectural; to all appearances they were the walls, decorative and warmth-retaining, of halls and chambers. During the Renaissance they were no longer fully identified with the walls on which they were hung, a change due partly to the adoption of canons of the classical style for interior architecture. In accordance with the new taste, all decorative ele-ments not permanently incorporated into a room tended to be given a secondary role. And among these were tapestries.
Another factor also militated against tapestries, and that was the change in styles of painting. The mediaeval pictorial style was twodimensional; the renaissance style, based on the new-found laws of perspective, was three-dimensional. Time has shown that the renaissance mode did not serve so well as the mediaeval in large-scale tapestry decoration. Yet with all these limitations, magnificent examples were still produced simply because tapestries were a royal concern. It is not without significance that the art came to a sudden end, an end that coincided with the fall of the ancien regime.
The renaissance and post-renaissance tapestries in the Museum's collection illustrate the development outlined above. Together with the magnificent mediaeval hangings also owned by the Museum, they present a rich and fullydelineated picture of the whole story of tapestry weaving in western Europe, and form one of the most representative of all tapestry collections.
The It has been indicated that the end of the ancien regime spelled finis to the ancient art of tapestry. The Museum's portrait in Gobelins tapestry of Napoleon, given by this leader of France to his minister Cambaceres, seems to 126
